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Occupational Therapist Role in Post-Secondary Education Transition Program: Emphasis 
on Self-Advocacy Skills 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
The purpose of this capstone paper is to provide a brief outline of my occupational 
therapy (OT) capstone project, which is to help prepare students with learning differences for the 
transition from high school to post-secondary education. This project includes social skills, self-
advocacy, and self-determination skills essential for a successful transition.   
Background 
It is becoming increasingly important for individuals to obtain post-secondary education 
in order to gain employment (Alverson et al., 2019; Chandroo et al., 2018). This increased 
importance to attend post-secondary education makes it imperative for students who are 
graduating from high school to be fully prepared for the transition to post-secondary education 
(Rothman et al., 2008). The transition from high school to post-secondary education is difficult 
for any individual. However, it is even more difficult for students with learning differences, as 
they tend to have problems in the areas of social skills, communication, problem solving, self-
advocacy, and executive functioning (Alverson et al., 2019). Individuals with learning 
differences refers to students who learn in different ways or difference paces and it does not 
necessarily mean they have a formal diagnosis (The Winston School, n.d.). The transition from 
high school to post-secondary education poses concerns not only in the increased academic work 
intensity of post-secondary education, but also poses concerns in areas such as independent 
living skills, social interactions with peers, self-advocating to professors, requesting needed 
academic accommodations and navigating resources on a new campus (Novakovic & Ross, 
2015).  
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High school students with learning differences tend to receive high levels of support 
throughout high school such as accommodations, modifications to curriculum, in-class support, 
and individualized teaching and assessment approaches (Chandroo et al., 2018). Those same 
levels of support are then expected by the students during their post-secondary education as well 
(Hotez et al., 2018; Lawson et al., 2016). The misperception that post-secondary education will 
provide the same level of support results in students being even more unprepared for their 
transition to post-secondary education. There are federal regulations in place through Americans 
with Disabilities Act for post-secondary students to receive disability-related accommodations 
such as individual assessment approaches, assistance with note-taking, and assistive technology, 
but modifications to the curriculum is not offered. However, unlike in high school, the students 
will need the self-advocacy skills to promote their own health literacy and request those needed 
accommodations themselves (Hotez et al., 2018).  Entering post-secondary education is often the 
first time when students demonstrate self-advocacy and are accountable for independently 
requesting appropriate accommodations, promoting their own health literacy, knowing the laws 
related to their education and their rights as a student, as well as being accountable for 
developing the self-advocacy and communication skills needed to obtain those supports (Hotez 
et al., 2018).  
Currently, there are federal regulations in place to ensure that high school students with 
disabilities receive proper guidance for their transition toward individualized post-secondary 
goals. However, these regulations do not take into account individuals with learning differences 
without a formal diagnosis. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 2004 
requires all students with a formal diagnosis qualified under IDEA between ages 16-21 to have a 
transition plan (Spencer et al., 2017). According to the National Center for Learning Disabilities 
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(n.d.), if eligible under IDEA, the students, with the help of the high school team will develop an 
Individualized Education Plan (IEP). The IEP includes a section on transition planning that is 
individualized for each student based on his/her post-secondary goals (Chandroo et al., 2018). 
The IEP team determines the transition plan for each student and typically includes the student, 
parents, teachers, and other professionals involved in related services including OTs (Angell et 
al., 2019). 
Occupational therapists can work in a variety of settings to help promote independence from 
activities of daily living to work/education. Occupational therapists can work with individuals to 
improve sensory modulation skills, self-awareness, time management, study skills, social skills, 
self-determination and self-advocacy, all of which are necessary for the transition to post-
secondary education (Dirette, 2019; Spencer et al., 2017). Although OTs have an established role 
on the IEP team, OTs who are working in the school setting are increasingly reporting limited 
participation in transition planning due to other professions perception of OTs as “the people 
who work on handwriting and sensory integration” (Angell et al., 2019, p.129). There are limited 
OTs currently working in transition services as this is still considered an emerging practice area 
in the profession of OT (Spencer et al., 2017).  The role of OT is to address areas of concern that 
affect students’ occupations while in high school as well as occupations they enter into as an 
adult after graduation (Mankey, 2011). Mankey (2011) interviewed OTs regarding their level of 
involvement in secondary transition planning. They found that the OTs reported there is 
currently very little involvement of OTs in transition planning for students but felt that this is a 
critical area for OT intervention (Mankey, 2011).  
Occupational therapists use various models to guide their critical reasoning. A model that 
will influence the development of this program will be Model of Human Occupation (MOHO). 
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Kielhofner and Burke (1980) stated that MOHO focuses on volition (motivation of the 
individual), habituation (the individual’s patterns or routines), and performance capacity (skills 
required to complete the task). It describes how individuals perform and adapt their occupations 
based on feedback from the physical and social environments (Kielhofner & Burke, 1980). The 
MOHO will be used to help students as they transition to post-secondary education in order to 
maintain motivation to pursue post-secondary education, to assist with the establishment of 
healthy and effective routines and patterns, and to identify and improve the performance skills 
needed to succeed, such as self-advocacy. It will also guide each student in order to adapt and 
modify their occupations, such as post-secondary education, depending on feedback from the 
environment.  
 Using the Person, Environment, and Occupation Performance Model (PEOP), an OT can 
assess each student individually, the environment they are working in, the task or role of the 
student and how all three of those aspects affect a student’s occupational performance (Baum et 
al., 2015). This model focuses on determining the ideal combination of person, environment and 
task to support optimal occupational performance (Baum et al., 2015). It separates intrinsic and 
extrinsic factors, meaning that it looks at factors that happen within the individual such as 
cognitive and psychological components as well as external factors such as the natural 
environment and federal regulations, as both have potential to affect occupational performance 
(Baum et al., 2015). The PEOP model is client-centered, indicating that the student will identify 
the post-secondary goals on which they wish to improve (Baum et al., 2015). Based on those 
needs, the OT can then find potential barriers in the student’s occupational performance and 
break down those barriers by altering the student’s environment and tasks in a way that supports 
positive occupational performance in post-secondary education. The PEOP model can guide the 
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transition from high school to post-secondary education by taking a holistic approach and 
ensuring optimal occupational performance.  
There are programs developed to assist students with the transition from high school to 
post-secondary education including the McDaniel Step Ahead program (Lawson et al, 2016) and 
the STEPS Program: Stepped Transition in Education Program for Students with ASD (White et 
al., 2017). The McDaniel Step Ahead transition program is intended to provide tools for 
navigating college life, including self-advocacy skills and how to properly utilize supports within 
disability services (Lawson et al., 2016). The STEPS Program was developed to promote 
successful transition into postsecondary education, improve the post-secondary school 
experience for students already enrolled, and to promote self-determination and self-regulation 
skills (White et al., 2017). Although there are programs already developed to assist with the 
transition from high school to post-secondary education, there is little to no OT involvement and 
minimal implications on inclusion of these programs into the high school curriculum.  
Statement of the Problem 
There are transition programs developed to promote not only a successful transition from 
high school to post-secondary education, but also to promote success throughout post-secondary 
education. There are also laws in place to ensure that all secondary students qualified under 
IDEA obtain a transition plan to help them achieve their post-secondary goals (Spencer et al., 
2017). Despite the already developed actions in place to help facilitate a smooth and successful 
transition for all students with learning differences, there are still barriers students face during 
this transition. The resources and supports provided by IDEA do not include all students with 
learning differences, only those who are qualified. The high school to post-secondary education 
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transition programs already developed lack an OT foundation and a clear structure on 
implementation of the programs into the classroom.  
Despite the potential for OTs to help students in their transition to post-secondary 
education, there are currently very few OTs working in this area (Dirette, 2019). Historically, 
school-based OTs’ focus has been on early intervention and underlying skill deficits (Mankey, 
2011). School-based OTs tend to provide interventions on foundational skills such as 
handwriting and organizational skills, and limited intervention on skills to grow independence 
including self-management and self-advocacy (Seruya & Ellen, 2015). These skills that assist 
with the development of independence have a great impact on academic functioning of students 
in secondary school and should be a critical area of intervention (Seruya & Ellen, 2015).  The 
OTs working in school settings have not taken on transition planning in general because it was 
perceived by the OTs that someone else was already working on that with their students 
(Mankey, 2011). Occupational therapists also have not focused on transition planning because 
they have felt that they lacked an established role in transition planning within the educational 
team (Angell et al., 2018; Mankey, 2011). Therefore, OTs are not working with students in the 
transition from high school to post-secondary education although they have the qualifications 
and training to support students through this important stage of occupational development. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this capstone project is to develop an occupational therapy-based 
transition program from high school to post-secondary education. The program will reflect the 
foundations of occupational therapy and include client-centered and occupation-based practices 
(American Occupational Therapy Association, 2014). The program will focus on social, self-
advocacy, and self-determination skills to help the students transition from high school to post-
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secondary education as smoothly as possible. The goal will be for all students with learning 
differences in high school to feel prepared for the transition to post-secondary education and feel 
prepared to be successful in post-secondary education.  
Project Rationale 
The unique skills that OT’s have would allow them to create a transition program to help 
students to make the transition from high school to post-secondary education successful. 
Occupational therapists are able to recognize and address potential barriers to students’ 
occupations, which include education (Shea & Giles, 2016). The students can collaborate with 
the OT in order to develop realistic goals regarding their post-secondary education as well as 
assist in developing a map of their potential pathways towards those goals, giving the students a 
sense of purpose and motivation (Shea & Giles, 2016). Occupational therapists can contribute to 
a positive transition from high school to post-secondary education by creating a program that 
reduces barriers towards success such as addressing navigation skills in academic programs, 
managing accommodations and supports through skill development of self-advocacy, developing 
effective routines and habits, and suggesting assistive technology if needed (Spencer et al., 
2017). 
Project Significance 
Transition programs help address common concerns that all students feel their first year 
in post-secondary education, such as feelings of low self-esteem, high anxiety, and intimidation 
(Lawson et al., 2015). Findings suggest that transition programs help students not only gain 
knowledge about post-secondary education but also gain leadership skills (Hotez et al., 2018; 
Shea & Giles, 2016). They also learn how to build health literacy and self-advocacy skills to 
receive accommodations and supports necessary to be successful (Rothman et al., 2008). 
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Students who participate in transition programs from high school to post-secondary education 
have positive employment outcomes, such as higher wages and better work hours (Jun et al., 
2015).  
With the help from an OT, they can assist the students with determining an individualized 
transition plan to meet those goals (Angell et al., 2018; Spencer et al., 2017). An OT can also 
address areas of concern which includes self-advocacy and self-determination skills, social 
interaction skills, and problem-solving skills such as navigating resources on campus (Novakovic 
& Ross, 2015; Shea &Giles, 2016). With the unique skills and capabilities OTs have in 
promoting self-advocacy and self-determination, they can provide a distinct value in post-
secondary transition planning (Angell et al., 2018). 
Objectives 
 
1. Identify and communicate the role of occupational therapy in the transition from high 
school toward post-secondary goals.   
2. Identify measurable outcomes used in transition programs encompassing self-advocacy 
skills and self-determination skills in order to measure the success of the transition 
program.  
3. Identify methods to teach necessary transition skills through occupation-based role 
playing and modeling to students in the classroom.  
 
4. Complete a needs assessment focused on assessing the barriers or limitations to self-
determination skills using information gathered from the students, staff, and 
administration at Winston School   
5. Incorporate self-advocacy skills to enhance the occupation of education into the high 
school curriculum.  
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Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 
Assumptions  
Considering this project is focused on developing an OT based transition program from 
high school to post-secondary education, it assumes that all students with learning differences 
will have the intention to attend post-secondary education. Even if a student does not necessarily 
have the intention to attend post-secondary education and instead intends to go right to work, the 
skills learned in transition programs can improve overall employment outcomes as well (Jun et 
al., 2015). If a student is initially unsure regarding their post-secondary plans, then attending a 
transition program might change their mind about attending post-secondary education 
(Novakovic & Ross, 2015). Indicating, that after attending a transition program the students 
realized that they actually do want to attend college. From transition programs, the students 
realized the importance of attending post-secondary education as a means to meet his/her future 
career goals and financial goals (Shea & Giles, 2016). And lastly, this project also assumes that 
students with learning differences do not already have the necessary skills to succeed in the 
transition from high school to post-secondary education.  
Limitations 
This project was conducted at a private school called The Winston School consisting of 
grades 6th-12th (The Winston School, n.d.). This school is specifically for individuals with 
learning differences who did not succeed in a traditional school setting (The Winston School, 
n.d.). Due to the chosen population and setting, this project is difficult to generalize to a typical 
public school as they may not have the appropriate resources, funding, and supports like 
Winston.  
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Delimitations  
A delimitation of this project is that the population chosen was students with learning 
differences as that is the population at the chosen site. Students with learning differences can 
encompass anywhere from a student with a formal diagnosis to a student who just requires extra 
time on assignments. There is a wide range of individuals with various deficits and severity of 
deficits when using the population of students with learning differences. Another delimitation is 
the self-advocacy component of the transition program. A transition program incorporates many 
different aspects such as financial literacy, independent living, and social skills. However, for 
this project, the main areas of focus will be on self-advocacy and self-determination.  
Definition of Terms 
Learning differences refers to students who learn in different ways or difference paces (The 
Winston School, n.d.). Students with learning differences could have a variety of formal 
diagnoses or they could not have any formal diagnosis (The Winston School, n.d.).  
Post-secondary education is any education that takes place after high school. It could include a 
four-year university, community college, trade school, etc. (Top Hat, n.d.).   
Self-advocacy has many different definitions (Holzberg et al., 2019). Kay (2019) described self-
advocacy as a “complex set of knowledge and skills with four overarching components: 
knowledge of self, knowledge of rights, communication, and leadership” (p. 358). In general, 
self-advocacy is defined as an “individual’s ability to effectively recognize and articulate one’s 
needs and rights” (Holzeberg et al., 2019, p. 167).   
Self-determination is the skills, knowledge, and beliefs that will assist the individual in 
participating in goal-directed, self-regulated, autonomous behavior (Collins & Wolter, 2018). It 
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is the process of knowing and valuing oneself in order to make decisions to achieve desired goals 
(Collins & Wolter, 2018).  
Health literacy is defined as an individual’s capacity to obtain, communicate, process, and 
understand his/her basic health information the services provided to make appropriate health 
related decisions (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.).   
Chapter 2: Literature Review  
 The purpose of this literature review is to gain a better understanding of the current 
research and literature on an OT-based transition program for high school students transitioning 
to postsecondary education. In this literature review, the research can be divided into various 
themes to address necessary components needed for OTs’ role in transition planning. These 
themes are OTs’ current role with transition planning, current transition programs, students’ 
experiences during their transition to postsecondary education, and lastly, self-advocacy among 
students transitioning. After conducting this literature review, there are noted gaps in the 
literature on OT based transition programs that focus on self-advocacy that can be incorporated 
directly into the curriculum.  
Student Experiences of Transition to Post-Secondary Education 
The transition from high school to postsecondary education is difficult for all students for 
many reasons. However, there are additional challenges that students with learning differences 
face throughout this transition such as difficulties with social skills, self-determination, feelings 
of intimidation, and fears of being stigmatized (Alverson et al., 2019; Anderson et al., 2017; 
Lawson et al., 2016). These challenges were not only found in high school, but they continued 
into postsecondary education as well (Alverson et al., 2019). Due to these challenges, students 
tend to have difficulty with transition planning, requiring extra assistance for establishing 
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realistic educational goals and academic preparedness (Shea & Giles, 2016). Some students are 
even unaware of the difficulty of post-secondary demands and lacked self-awareness on their 
own weaknesses (Anderson et al., 2017). There are many factors that can contribute to a poor 
transition from high school to postsecondary education. The main predictor is said to be the 
amount and quality of special education services received in high school (Todis et al., 2011). If a 
student receives a lot of high-quality support in high school, they may expect that same support 
in college (Lawson et al., 2016; Todis et al., 2011).  
The Role of Occupational Therapy in Transition Planning 
Currently, there is a limited number of OTs working in transition planning for postsecondary 
education and in university disability student services programs (Dirette, 2019). Despite the 
limited number of OTs helping students transition from high school to postsecondary education, 
many OTs believe that the profession should provide secondary transition services for students 
(Mankey, 2011). Occupational therapists can help prepare students for post-secondary education 
by evaluating the occupation of education, the environment, performance skills, and performance 
patterns of each student and adapting/modifying each to ensure an optimal transition (Spencer et 
al., 2017). Occupational therapists can also assist students with career and educational goal 
planning, while promoting self-advocacy and self-determination skills (Shea & Giles, 2016).  
Self-determination is a critical skill required for successful post-secondary transition 
planning. This indicates a necessary role for OTs to contribute to students’ transition planning as 
OTs are fully equipped to support the development of self-advocacy and self-determination 
(Angell et al., 2019; Spencer et al., 2017). Occupational therapists need to secure a role as a 
crucial member of the transition planning team. This can be done by first describing how 
transition planning and self-determination skills relates to OT and then demonstrating the ability 
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of the OT to promote self-determination skills to improve the transition to postsecondary 
education (Angell et al., 2019). Occupational therapists can promote this ability by utilizing 
unique skills of the profession such as a task analysis that breaks down tasks in an individualized 
way, by teaching self-determination skills through various methods such as role playing, and by 
helping prepare students to navigate service systems and resources after high school (Angell et 
al., 2019).  
Current Transition Programs 
As evidenced by many articles, a way to improve success for students’ transitions from 
high school to postsecondary education is to provide a transition program. Transition programs 
not only ensure a successful transition, but it can also improve friendship networks, greater self-
sufficiency, and personal growth outside of academics (Wilson et al., 2012). Although there are 
little to no reported OT-based transition programs, there are many general transition programs 
that have already been developed. Current transition programs focus on independent living skills, 
transition skills, navigating college campuses, familiarity of college life and structure, and 
finding resources for reasonable accommodations (Lawson et al., 2016; Novakovic & Ross, 
2015; Rothman et al., 2008). There are also transition programs that emphasis time management, 
stress management, social networking, self-advocacy, and health literacy; necessary skills for a 
successful transition to post-secondary education (Hotez et al., 2018; Lawson et al., 2016; Rogan 
et al., 2014). There are also transition planning programs from high school directly to 
employment. These programs include a collaboration with vocational rehabilitation and other 
community partners to promote positive employment outcomes (Brewer et al., 2011: Jun et al., 
2015; Nochajski & Schweitzer, 2014).  These programs are said to improve attendance, self-
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esteem, commitment to a work ethic, knowledge, and self-determination (Sabbatino & Macrine, 
2007).  
These established transition programs determined areas that should be emphasized for an 
effective post-secondary transition plan. These include knowledge of health literacy, knowledge 
of post- secondary support services; knowledge about disability legislation; and self-advocacy 
skills (Rothman et al., 2008). A systematic review was done to understand the overall best 
practices and components of post-secondary transition programs for youth with disabilities 
(Lindsay et al., 2019). All studies in the review reported improvement in at least one of the 
following: college enrollment, self-determination, self-confidence, social and vocational self-
efficacy, autonomy, social support, career exploration, and transition skills (Lindsay et al., 2019). 
Some studies found additional improvements in transition planning, self-determination, career 
exploration, readiness, self-efficacy, knowledge of disabilities, college enrollment, self-
confidence, autonomy, social support, and self-advocacy. (Lindsay et al., 2019). 
In general, the current high school transition programs provide an educational overview 
and promote the skills necessary for post-secondary education. However, students are still facing 
barriers and complications through this transition (Dirette, 2019). Occupational therapists are an 
ideal member of the transition planning team due to their professional skills in providing 
individualized supports and adaptations to ensure a successful transition (Mankey, 2011). A 
transition program with an OT role can also assist with incorporating the transition program 
directly into the high school curriculum, as they are skilled in promoting and adapting different 
roles and routines (American Occupational Therapy Association, 2014).   
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Self-Advocacy Framework 
Self-advocacy is consistently reported as being an imperative skill required for successful 
transition to postsecondary education and general adulthood (“Studies from,” 2019; “The value 
of financial literacy and self-advocacy,” 2019). However, there is limited data on teaching self-
advocacy skills directly in the curriculum, despite the obvious need (Spark, 2015). Self-advocacy 
can be defined many different ways but Kay (2019) describes it as “a complex set of knowledge 
and skills with four overarching components: knowledge of self, knowledge of rights, 
communication, and leadership” (p. 358). An assessment tool called the Student Transition 
Questionnaire is used to determine students’ perspectives on transition-related factors (Collier et 
al., 2015). Within this questionnaire, items related to disability disclosure and self-advocacy 
were rated the lowest by students, indicating the need for further assistance on teaching these 
skills (Collier et al., 2015). 
There are many developed programs currently in use that teach students self-advocacy skills. 
However, these programs are not directly incorporated into the high school classrooms nor do 
they have an OT role. These self-advocacy programs emphasize the importance of student 
participation in IEP meetings, self- knowledge, confidence and assertiveness to request and 
negotiate academic accommodations, safety awareness, and problem-solving skills (Cease-Cook 
et al., 2013; Dryden et al., 2014; Holzberg, 2019; Paraschiv, 2000; Van-Belle et al., 2006). These 
self-determination and self-advocacy skills are taught through role playing, reviewing target 
behaviors, and fully immersing students on a university campus for real life practice (Grenwelge 
& Zhang, 2012; Holzeberg, 2019; Van-Belle et al., 2006). There are also writing programs used 
to help improve writing skills while also improving self-advocacy and health literacy skills 
(Cuenca-Carlino et al., 2019).   
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Despite the limited role of OTs in working on self-advocacy skills with students 
transitioning, there is literature on speech language pathologist addressing self-advocacy in the 
school setting to promote academic success (Collins & Wolter, 2018; Waller et al., 2016). A 
program called Information and Communication Readiness for All Transition Experiences 
(ICREATE) is used as a framework by speech language pathologists for teaching and shaping 
social communication behaviors to students in the progression from high school into 
postsecondary education, the workforce, and independent living (Waller et al., 2016). The 
authors found that ICREATE demonstrated improvements in social communication behaviors 
including self-awareness, social reciprocity, and self-advocacy behaviors (Waller et al., 2016).  
Although other professionals have taken part in transition planning, in an OT based high 
school to post-secondary education transition program, the OT can offer the professions 
specialized expertise that others cannot (Mankey 2011). In addition to self-advocacy and self-
determination skills, OTs can also address assistive technology, healthy daily living skills, 
sensory skills, time management, goal setting, and leisure interests (Dirette, 2019; Mankey, 
2011). 
Literature Review Summary 
There is sufficient evidence to support the need for a transition program to improve the 
transition planning and process from high school to postsecondary education. There is also 
sufficient evidence to support the unique skills and qualifications OTs have to contribute to a 
student’s transition team. Despite this supportive evidence, there is little reported evidence on 
OTs reporting actually contributing to post-secondary transition planning. Self -advocacy and 
self-determination skills are critical skills required for students, not only to have a successful 
transition to postsecondary education, but to also be successful in postsecondary education and 
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adulthood. Occupational therapists are equipped to address and promote these skills to ensure a 
successful and smooth transition. There are many transition programs already implemented that 
address topics such as self-advocacy, independent living, social skills, and navigating new 
campuses, and more, however, there is limited data on those transition programs being 
incorporated into the high school curriculum.  
Chapter 3: Program Description 
The purpose of this occupation-based transition program is to develop and implement a 
high school to post-secondary education transition program. Transition programs promote skill 
development, confidence, and overall personal growth (Wilson et al., 2012). This occupation-
based transition program will focus on promoting self-advocacy and self-determination skills 
as a part of a larger, comprehensive transition program that prepares students for independent 
living after high school including post-secondary education. The focus of the program will be 
aligned with occupational therapy values such as client-centered care and occupation-based 
practices (American Occupational Therapy Association, 2014). While using an OT perspective, 
the transition program can assist the students in establishing education goals as well as address 
barriers the students might face towards those goals (Shea & Giles, 2016). The objectives of this 
part of the comprehensive transition program are to identify the self-advocacy needs of high 
school students with learning differences as they transition to post-secondary education and 
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Setting 
This project took place at The Winston School located in Del Mar, CA. The Winston 
School currently enrolls around 115 students in grades 6-12 with the student to faculty ratio 
being around eight to one (The Winston School, n.d.). The Winston School is for students with 
learning differences that face additional challenges at a typical school and require extra support 
and flexibility (The Winston School, n.d.). Both academic and personal growth is emphasized at 
The Winston School (The Winston School, n.d.). Due to the timing of this transition program 
during a global pandemic, most classes at The Winston School were done virtually. The 
transition program at The Winston School is embedded directly into the curriculum as an elective 
class for high school seniors called the College and Career Readiness course. This occupation-
based transition program is an additional and vital final component that incorporates self-
advocacy and self-determination skills into the existing curriculum.   
Participants  
The participants in this program include the students at The Winston School, particularly 
the 8th grade and 12th grade students. All the students participating have various types of learning 
differences. Some of the students have a formal diagnosis such as Autism Spectrum Disorder or 
ADHD, while others have educational diagnosis of learning disabilities or other health 
conditions. Staff and faculty at The Winston School also participated in the occupation-based 
transition program as they were given a survey during the preplanning program phase of the 
transition program in order to gain another perspective of the students’ self-advocacy and self-
determination skills (See Appendix A). 
The transition program took place in the College & Career Readiness elective course 
offered at The Winston School, which consisted of only high school seniors. The 12th graders in 
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the occupation-based transition program were given a survey on their perceived self-advocacy 
and self-determination skills as well as a post-survey on their knowledge of self-advocacy and 
their perceived importance of those skills (See Appendix B and C).  
 The 8th graders also participated in the occupation-based transition program within their 
organization class. The 8th graders participated in preparatory activities in order to build 
foundational skills for the transition program in high school. The 8th graders were also given a 
survey on their perceived self-advocacy and self-determination skills (See Appendix D). They 
also participated in a debriefing focus group after the occupation-based transition program.  
The Winston School transition team collaborated strategies and methods to smoothly 
incorporate the transition program interventions into the current curriculum within the College 
and Career Readiness course. Due to the OT foundation of this transition program, the college 
and career readiness course aims to advocate for the role of OT in post-secondary transition 
planning.  
Materials 
A survey was given to the 12th grade students who participated in the occupation-based 
transition program within the college and career readiness course (See Appendix B). The survey 
was on their perceived self-advocacy and self-determination skills, as well as their perceived 
readiness for post-secondary education. The survey included questions based on the standardized 
assessments of the AIR’s Self-Determination Scale and Landmark’s College Guide to Assessing 
College Readiness Assessment (Landmark College, 2009; Wolman et al., 1994). The 12th graders 
received another survey upon completion of the transition program on their understanding of 
self-advocacy, their perceived comfortability with demonstrating self-advocacy skills, and their 
satisfaction with the self-advocacy portion of the transition program (See Appendix C). 
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Observations in the college and career readiness course were utilized virtually to view the day to 
day flow of the class. These observations were also used to gain a better understanding of the 
students’ self-advocacy skills first- hand while in the classroom. During this time, the 
occupational therapist in charge of the college and career readiness course was able to discuss 
further on the high school seniors’ self-advocacy skills and readiness for post-secondary 
education and/or their future next steps. 
The 8th graders who participated in the self-advocacy lesson and activities in their 
organization class were given a survey similar to the 12th graders as the questions were 
influenced by the AIR’s Self-Determination Scale and Landmark’s College Guide to Assessing 
College Readiness Assessment (Landmark College, 2009; Wolman et al., 1994). The survey was 
on their perceived self-advocacy and self-determination skills, as well as their perceived 
readiness for their future (See Appendix D). The 8th grade students also participated in a 
debriefing focus group after the self-advocacy lesson plans and activities presented in-person 
during their organization class. In the debriefing focus group, the students were asked open-
ended questions on their perception of self-advocacy and barriers to demonstrating self-advocacy 
in the classroom. The 8th grade classes were observed both virtually and in-person to gather 
further information on the students’ self-advocacy skills in the classroom while in their natural 
environment.    
Timeline 
 The timeline of this project is broken down into the preplanning program, 
implementation, and program outcome phases. The preplanning program phase was eight weeks 
long and consisted of identifying the self-advocacy needs of the population, developing the 
interventions, and observing the students in the classroom. The implementation and program 
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outcome phase were overlapped over the last eight weeks. The implementation and program 
outcome phases included the interventions within the transition program and the methods used to 
measure the outcomes. The timeline is designed to organize each task into the week it was 
completed. Figure 1 and 2 is a visual representation of the timeline of this occupation-based 
transition program for the 12th grade students in the college and career readiness course and the 
8th grade students.   
Figure 1 
 
 Visual Representation of the Timeline of Objectives for the High School Students 
 
High School Timeline  
Tasks Weeks 
Preplanning program Phase Implementation/Program Outcome Phase 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 
Create survey 
for staff and 
student 
                
Create Lesson 
Plans 





                
Classroom 
Observation 
                
Develop 
Activities  
                
Role Playing                  
Modeling                  
Education with 
Lesson Plans  
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Figure 2 
 
 Visual Representation of the Timeline of Objectives for the Middle School Students 
 
Middle School Timeline 
Tasks Weeks 
Preplanning Program Phase Implementation/Program Outcome Phase 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 
Create survey 
for staff and 
student 
                
Create Lesson 
Plans 




                
Classroom 
Observation 
                
Develop 
Activities  
                
Role Playing                  
Education with 
Lesson plans   




                
 
High School Program 
 
Preplanning Program. The preplanning program phase for the high schoolers included 
creating and distributing surveys to the staff at The Winston School and the 12th graders in the 
college and career readiness course. The surveys were distributed to the staff via a virtual staff 
meeting on week 8. The students were given the survey virtually throughout week 7-8. The 
timing of the delivery of the survey varied during the college and career readiness course for 
each student due to scheduling difficulties from the virtual environment of the classes. 
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The preplanning program phase with the 12th graders involved observing the college and 
career readiness course virtually. During this time, information was collected on the self-
advocacy needs of this population by viewing the students demonstrating self-advocacy naturally 
in the virtual classroom. During this phase, the self-advocacy and self-determination lesson plans 
and activities were created. There were five lesson plans that were presented virtually in the 
college and career readiness course (See Appendix E). The first was on what self-advocacy and 
self-determination is, when it is used by providing examples in high school and in post-
secondary education, the importance of those skills and the benefits of having self-advocacy and 
self-determination skills. The second lesson was on how to appropriately communicate when 
being a self-advocate. The third lesson was on appropriately asking professors/teachers for help 
in both high school and post-secondary education as well as emphasizing the importance of 
asking for help. The fourth lesson educated the 12th graders on their rights and responsibilities as 
a student. This included learning about IDEA, ADA, and section 504 of the rehabilitation act and 
how those rights and responsibilities differ in post-secondary education. The last lesson provided 
examples and general instructions on how to request for needed academic accommodations at 
post-secondary education while utilizing self-advocacy skills.  
The lessons plans were created specifically for this college and career readiness course 
with influence from other transition programs including The Self-Advocacy and Conflict 
Resolution program (Holzeberg et al., 2019), guidance from research on OTs role with self-
determination in transition planning (Angell et al., 2019), and from a self-advocacy education 
handbook (Connecticut Parent Advocacy Center, 2013). The activities created were role playing 
common high school and post-secondary education scenarios and playing videos of current post-
secondary students describing their experiences as well as videos demonstrating how to self-
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advocate as a student. These videos were found through The Self-Advocacy and Conflict 
Resolution program (Holzeberg et al., 2019) and through the PACER’s National Parent Center 
on Transition and Employment (National Parent Center on Transition and Employment, 2012).  
Program Implementation. The implementation phase for the 12th graders was the 
presentation of the five lesson plans created on self-advocacy and self-determination skills. Role 
playing and modeling videos were the interventions used to further teach self-advocacy skills 
through occupation-based practices. The students were asked to demonstrate both good and bad 
examples of demonstrating self-advocacy in order to note the differences. The role playing and 
videos was used in repetition to establish an appropriate communication habit when the students 
are actually attending classes in post-secondary education.  
 Program Outcomes. The program outcomes were measured with the 12th graders in the 
college and career readiness course through a virtual survey (See Appendix C). The survey was 
used to gain an understanding on if the students learned what self-advocacy is, the importance of 
it, and on their perceived abilities and comfortability of utilizing self-advocacy skills in 
education. Also, within that survey, the students evaluated their satisfaction of the transition 
program and the self-advocacy components. 
Middle School Program 
Over the course of the preplanning program and implementation phase for the high 
school students, it became clear that students would need to gain experience in self-advocacy in 
order to understand its impact and their role in self-determination. So, the preplanning program 
phase and implementation phase for the 8th graders overlapped in order to provide introductory 
lessons in self-advocacy to prepare the 8th graders for their participation in the high school 
transition program called the college and career readiness course.  
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Preplanning Program.  The preplanning program phase with the 8th graders started with 
observations in the virtual classes to note the current self-advocacy and self-determination skills 
in the middle school population. This phase also included distributing a virtual student survey to 
the 8th graders in their organization class. Similar to the high school timeline, the students were 
given the survey virtually throughout week 7-8, depending on scheduling due to the virtual 
environment. 
Two lesson plans were created for the 8th graders during the preplanning program phase 
(See Appendix F). The lesson plans were on what self-advocacy and self-determination is, when 
it is used by providing examples in middle school and high school, the importance of those skills 
and the benefits of having self-advocacy and self-determination skills. The second lesson was on 
how to appropriately communicate when being a self-advocate. These lessons were similar to the 
lessons used for the high school students in the transition program, but they needed to be graded 
down to meet the cognitive levels of the middle schoolers. The role-playing scenarios were also 
created for the 8th graders to practice common middle school and high school scenarios.   
Program Implementation. The implementation phase for the 8th grade students took 
place starting week 12 and was delivered in-person for the students who were on campus. The 8th 
graders also participated in role playing with scenarios common to middle school and high 
school students demonstrating both good and bad examples. The role playing was a guided 
occupation-based activity used in repetition for the students to build appropriate communication 
habits when advocating. 
Program Outcomes. The program outcome for the 8th graders was measured by a 
debriefing session after each self-advocacy lesson. The students were able to discuss openly what 
they thought about the self-advocacy lessons as well as providing a time for the students to 
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openly share what they were thinking. They were also asked open-ended questions that were 
discussed together as a group. The questions asked were whether or not the students believed 
self-advocacy and self-determination was an important skill to learn and why. They were also 
asked to discuss what barriers they came across when trying to self-advocate.  
Program Description Conclusion 
  This OT-based high school to post-secondary education transition program took place at 
The Winston School located in Del Mar, CA for students with learning differences. Although the 
participants of the transition program in the college and career readiness course were high school 
seniors, there were other individuals involved in this project such as middle school students and 
staff at the Winston School. The preplanning program phase was used for identifying needs, 
developing the intervention activities, and preparing for the implementation. The implementation 
phase involved executing the self-advocacy and self-determination component of the transition 
program. The program outcome phase was evaluating the program’s success. The purpose of this 
transition program was to improve self-advocacy skills for adulthood, confidence levels, and 
success during the transition from high school to each students’ individualized post-secondary 
education goals.  
Chapter 4: Results  
Staff Results  
 
The staff surveys given prior to the start of the occupation-based transition program had 
eight responses (See Appendix G). Looking at figure 3, when asked if students know what self-
advocacy is, only 25% of the responses reported yes. Indicating that even if the students hear the 
term self-advocacy in their classes, the staff at The Winston School still report most students 
may or may not actually understand what it means.  
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Figure 3 
Teachers Responses to Question: Do the Students Know What Self-Advocacy is?  
 
Most of the teachers stated that the students demonstrate self-advocacy and self-determination 
skills at an average level (three out of five rating) shown by figure 4. Although, in figure 5, 
greater than 85% of the staff reported self-advocacy as a skill that still needs to be taught to all 
students prior to the transition to post-secondary education. 
Figure 4 
Teachers Responses to Question: How Would You Rate the Students’ Overall Self-Advocacy and 
Self-Determination Skills? 
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Figure 5 
Teachers Responses to Question: What are Some Areas Students Need to Work on Prior to the 




Teachers Responses to Question: Do Students Ask for Help When Needed on Assignments and 
Projects? 
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Figure 7 
Teachers Responses to Question: When the Students Ask for Help, is it Done Appropriately?  
 
In figure 6 and 7, the question asks specifically on how the students demonstrate self-advocacy 
skills in the classroom by asking if they ask for help if needed and if so, is it done appropriately. 
Most of the teachers reported that only sometimes the students ask for help and if they do it is 
only sometimes done appropriately. This signifies an inconsistency in the students’ self-
advocacy communication habits.  
 In the last question of the staff survey, looking at figure 8, it displays that the students are 
not learning about their rights as a student and the laws protecting them or that the staff are just 
unsure if anyone is teaching this to the students. It is critical knowledge for the students to 
understand their rights as a student and the laws such as ADA or IDEA as there is a difference 
between these rights and laws in high school and in post-secondary education (Collier et al., 
2015). If the students do not understand the differences then they do not know they need the self-
advocacy skills to receive needed academic accommodations in order to succeed in post-
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Figure 8 
Teachers Responses to Question: Are the Students Taught About Their Rights as a Student and 
Laws Such as ADA and IDEA?  
 
High School Results  
Observations were utilized to gather data on students’ self-advocacy and self-
determination skills naturally in their classes virtually. In the college and career readiness course 
with 12th graders, it was observed that most of the 12th graders were able to ask for help when 
needed. If there was something they did not understand or if they needed clarification, instead of 
pretending they understood, they were able to ask the OT for help or assistance. When asking for 
assistance, most of the time, the 12th graders would ask appropriately with an occasional student 
asking for help in the middle of someone else speaking. The 12th graders were also able to 
express their own interests and needs with minimal prompting required. The 12th graders, 
however, did need to be educated on their rights as a student, laws protecting them, how to 
request for needed accommodations, and how self-advocacy plays a role in all of that. There was 
a lack of knowledge on the idea that students are more independent in post-secondary education 
which is why self-advocacy is so important.   
A survey was given to the high school students prior to the start of the occupation-based 
transition program, the responses are as follows (See Appendix H). Figure 9 and 10 illustrate the 
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responses to the questions regarding the students’ self-awareness which is correlated to their self-
advocacy skills. Most of the high school students reported having average or above average self-
awareness.  
Figure 9 
High School Students Responses to Question: How Well do you Know Your Academic Strengths?  
 
Figure 10 
High School Students Responses to Question: How Well do you Know Which Academic Tasks 
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When asked if the high school students ask for help when needed in figure 11, greater than 60% 
reported that they do sometimes or more. The other students were able to honestly report that 
they do not always ask for help when needed. This indicates that most of the high school students 
demonstrate self-advocacy when needed in the classroom and the others are aware and honest 
about the lack of their self-advocacy skills.  
Figure 11 
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Figure 12 









Figure 12 and 13 show questions on the students perceived self-determination skills. Based on 
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Figure 14 




High School Students Responses to Question: How Often do you Choose Your Own Hair and 
Clothing Style?  
 
  
When looking at self-advocacy and self-determination skills, it is important to gain an 
understanding of the students’ perceptions of their skills utilized outside of the classroom. Figure 
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on their skills outside of the classroom. It shows that the majority of the high school students 
demonstrate self-advocacy frequently outside of the classroom.  
A post-survey was given to only the high school students who are enrolled in the 
transition program, also called the college and career readiness course at The Winston School. 
The survey was given after the occupation-based transition program and the results are as 
followed (See Appendix I). The 12th graders were able to provide an accurate definition of what 
self-advocacy is. In figures 16, 17, and 18, it shows that after the self-advocacy lessons and 
activities all five of the students in the college and career readiness course recognized self-
advocacy as an important skill to learn. They also not only found it helpful to learn about self-
advocacy and self-determination, but they also enjoyed learning about those skills. These results 
that after a transition program the students can identify self-advocacy as an important skill 
towards their success is similar to previous research found on other transition programs 
(Rothman et al., 2008)  
Figure 16 
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Figure 17 
High School Students Responses to Question: Did you Find it Helpful to Learn About Self-
Advocacy and Self-Determination?  
 
Figure 18 
High School Students Responses to Question: Did you Enjoy Learning Self-Advocacy and Self-
Determination Skills?  
 
The 12th graders were asked when they believe the best time to learn about self-advocacy and 
self-determination is.  The results shown in figure 19, show that 60% reported that they should 
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Figure 19 





High School Students Responses to Question: How Comfortable do you Feel Asking Your 
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Figure 21 
High School Students Responses to Question: How Comfortable do you Feel Requesting for 
Accommodations in Post-Secondary Education?  
 
Figure 22 
High School Students Responses to Question: How Comfortable do you Feel Disclosing Your 
Disability to Receive Academic Accommodations?  
 
In the self-advocacy lessons presented in the college and career readiness course, also known as 
the occupation-based transition program, the students were educated and instructed on the 
general process to receive academic accommodations in post-secondary education. This process 
emphasizes the importance of utilizing self-advocacy skills as the students will need to disclose 
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22, it shows that the 12th graders now feel comfortable advocating for themselves in order to 
receive those academic accommodations in post-secondary education. The increased 
comfortability with requesting accommodations in post-secondary education after a transition 
program reflects in previous research on other transition programs as well (Lawson et al., 2015). 
Although the 12th graders were also educated on their rights as a student, including the laws that 
protect them, the responses shown in figure 23 demonstrate the students vary in comfortability 
when knowing these rights and laws.  
Figure 23 
High School Students Responses to Question: How Well do you Know Your Student Rights and 
Laws?  
   
Middle School Results  
Based on the observations in the middle school classes, it was noted that students hear the 
term self-advocacy from their teachers, as the teachers encourage the students to ask for help or 
express their needs and wants. It was observed that when the middle schoolers were working on 
assignments in class and required cueing or assistance, instead of asking for help, they would just 
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would not ask themselves. If the middle schoolers did ask for help, it would not always be at the 
proper time or they would not use appropriate communication skills. In some occasions, the 
students would demonstrate difficulties with emotional regulation causing them to become too 
frustrated to ask for help. The middle schoolers were very aware of their strengths as students but 
had trouble identifying areas of improvement.  
The middle school students received a similar survey to the high schoolers prior to the 
occupation-based transition program. There were three middle schoolers who completed the 
survey (See Appendix J). Two of three reported that they demonstrate average or above self-
awareness skills shown from the questions in figures 24 and 25.  
Figure 24 
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Figure 25 
Middle School Students Responses to Question: How Well do you Know Which Academic Tasks 
Give you the Most Difficulty?  
 
 
In figure 26, the students are asked if they are aware of their rights as a student, all three stated 
they knew their rights very well. As noted previously in the staff survey results, the staff at The 
Winston School do not recall anyone teaching their students about their rights as a student or the 
staff is unsure if anyone does. This indicates a discrepancy between the staff response and 8th 
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Figure 26 




Asking for help is a form of demonstrating self-advocacy in the classroom, the middle 
schoolers stated that they all sometimes or more ask for help when needed as illustrated in figure 
27. Figure 28 shows the middle school students’ perceived self-determination skills. Based on 
those results, it shows that the students believe that they demonstrate average or above in self-
determination. This indicates that all three middle schoolers believe they have good self-
advocacy and self-determination skills. Similar to the high school survey, in the middle school 
survey it was important to gain an understanding of the students’ perceived self-advocacy 
outside of the classroom. Based on the results in figure 29, it shows that the middle schoolers 
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Figure 27 
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Figure 29 
Middle School Students Responses to Question: How Often do you Choose Your Own Hair and 
Clothing Style? 
 
The program outcome results for the 8th grade students were the results from the 
debriefing session where they were asked questions regarding self-advocacy and self-
determination. After the self-advocacy lessons, five out of seven students reported self-advocacy 
as an important skill to learn. When asked why, one student stated that they believe “it is 
important to take control of one’s own life otherwise someone else will take control for you and 
who knows what will happen then”. Another student stated that self-advocacy is important 
because “you need it in order to get what you want”. It is clear that the 8th graders were able to 
identify asking for help as an example of self-advocacy but that was the only definition or 
example of self-advocacy they could provide. There were three common themes found when the 
students were asked about barriers to demonstrating self-advocacy in the classroom. The three 
themes were: 
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The students are aware of when to demonstrate self-advocacy skills but are unsure of 
what is considered appropriate. They do not want to self-advocate incorrectly causing 
them to get into trouble for it.  
2. Feeling ashamed of looking less than 
This refers to the students asking for help. The students feel ashamed when they ask for 
help because it makes them feel like they are less than.   
3. Assuming someone else would do it for them. 
This indicates that the students believe that they do not need to advocate for themselves 
because there will always be someone to do it for them. 
Chapter 5: Discussion 
 
Throughout this occupation-based transition program, there were multiple challenges that 
were presented as this program took place during the global pandemic of COVID-19. The 
Winston School taught classes virtually through Zoom for most of the days during this school 
year, which lead to changes to the students’ environment, tasks, and overall occupational 
performance in school. In week 12 of this transition program, the students were given the option 
to return to school for only two days a week, altering their typical school routines. Due to 
COVID-19 with the virtual classes, it led to difficulties with the timeline of this transition 
program as there were many scheduling conflicts. The scheduling conflicts were the difficulties 
faced when finding the time to present the self-advocacy lessons and activities to the high school 
and middle school students. Class times were also reduced to only 30 minutes through the virtual 
service delivery. The reduced class times contributed to the scheduling difficulties as less class 
time was available to add the self-advocacy components within the curriculum. The reduced 
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class times also altered the students’ educational tasks and occupational performance in the 
classroom.  
  The AIR’s Self-Determination Scale and Landmark’s College Guide to Assessing 
College Readiness Assessment are standardized assessments that were planned to be utilized for 
this occupation-based transition program (Landmark College, 2009; Wolman et al., 1994). The 
assessments were to be used prior to the start of the program in order to provide a baseline of the 
student’s self-determination/self-advocacy skills as well as the baseline for their perceived 
readiness for post-secondary education. Student and staff interviews were planned to gain 
additional information on the needs of the self-advocacy skills of those students transitioning to 
post-secondary education. Neither standardized assessments nor interviews were utilized due to 
the global pandemic. Standardized assessments could not be administered to the students 
virtually, nor was there time to sit down with each student to administer the assessments. The 
interviews were not conducted due to the scheduling difficulties as well as the fact that the 
students and staff were experiencing significant transitions and personal challenges going 
through this global pandemic. Instead, observations in the virtual classes and in-person classes 
starting week 12 were utilized to gather information for the assessment of the self-advocacy 
needs of this population.  
The results from the post-transition program survey that was given to the high school 
seniors, found that the students learned and understood what self-advocacy is and the importance 
of it. The high school students in the college and career readiness course also reported the self-
advocacy lessons and activities being useful towards their skill development and growth towards 
overall adulthood. Based on the observations in the virtual high school classes including the 
college and career readiness course, it was observed that the students were able to demonstrate 
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good self-advocacy skills in the classroom. This was aligned with the results from the staff 
survey and the high school survey given prior to the occupation-based transition program as 
well. It was observed that most of the students were able to appropriately ask for help when 
needed and were able to express their interests and needs for their own futures. Similarly, to what 
the research stated, the high school students did need to be educated on their rights and 
responsibilities as a student and on the process of requesting needed academic accommodations 
for post-secondary education, as those topics are beneficial to the success of the student in post-
secondary education (Holzberg et al., 2019; Rothman et al., 2008). The 12th graders also needed 
to be educated on the differences of their student rights and responsibilities between high school 
and post-secondary education. All of which, was addressed in the self-advocacy lessons and 
activities in the occupation-based transition program.  
Majority of the high school students believed that these lessons should be taught sooner 
such as freshman year of high school or middle school. Self-advocacy and self-determination are 
different than other transition skills needed for post-secondary education. Self-advocacy and self-
determination are skills that need to be taught and built over time. Teaching self-advocacy and 
self-determination skills requires a higher level of abstract thinking compared to teaching 
students how to cook/clean or teaching them how to balance a checkbook. When teaching self-
advocacy and self-determination, the students need to practice, get comfortable, and build self-
confidence over time. Due to the extra time needed to learn these skills, it was found that self-
advocacy and self-determination skills need to be addressed and taught in middle school.  
When the self-advocacy surveys were given to the middle school students prior to the 
occupation-based transition program, the 8th graders reported that they all knew their rights as a 
student very well. But based on the results from the staff survey and on observations in the 
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classroom, it was notable that the 8th graders taking the survey may not have been as self-aware 
or honest. Furthermore, in the survey, around 60% of the students reported that they 
demonstrated average or above average self-advocacy skills in the classroom and outside the 
classroom. Based on observations of the virtual and in-person middle school classes, they 
demonstrated an apparent need for self-advocacy in the middle school population. The 
observations showed only some of the students asking for help but when they did it was not done 
appropriately. They would interrupt the class or someone else speaking when they needed help, 
they would ask for help without attempting to solve themselves, or they would ask for help in an 
inappropriate way. From the observations, it was apparent that the students hear the term self-
advocacy from their teachers and staff at The Winston School, however, it is unclear if they 
really understand the full meaning of it and its importance. They were able to understand that 
asking for help demonstrates self-advocacy skills but that isn’t all of what self-advocacy 
encompasses. It also includes knowledge of themselves, their strengths, weaknesses, and their 
learning difference. It also includes knowledge of their rights as a student and the ability to 
advocate for society and others. The conclusion found that self-advocacy needs be addressed in 
middle school is aligned with the ideas of Jean Piaget and his theory of cognitive development 
(DeWolfe, 2019). In the ages 11 and up, a student is still developing abstract thinking, such as 
the concept of self-advocacy (DeWolfe, 2019). This further indicates an imperative stage of 
development to introduce abstract skills needed for post-secondary education like self-advocacy 
and self-determination.  
In the in-person self-advocacy lessons and activities, the 8th grade students were taught 
what exactly self-advocacy means and what it encompasses as well as why and when they use it. 
Even after the lessons, most of the students were still only able to identify asking for help as an 
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example of self-advocacy. That is a great start to learning self-advocacy skills, however, they 
need to understand all it encompasses prior to their transition to post-secondary education.  
In the debriefing session, three themes emerged on barriers to why the students do not 
demonstrate self-advocacy skills. The three themes were 1. Being too afraid to get into trouble, 
2. Feeling ashamed of looking less than, and 3. Assuming someone else would do it for them. 
Based on theme one, whether the students are afraid of asking for help or afraid of expressing 
their feelings, the teachers need to emphasize the importance of self-advocacy skills and 
encourage the use of it in practical situations. If teachers discuss classroom norms of 
demonstrating self-advocacy skills appropriately with the students at the beginning of each 
semester, and repeat these norms regularly, the students will know what is right and wrong and 
will no longer be afraid.  
Theme two of feeling ashamed of looking less than, indicates that the students need to 
build confidence and self-esteem with practice. The more the students practice self-advocacy 
skills the more comfortable they will become with using them. It also needs to be emphasized 
that asking for help or expressing different opinions/feelings/interests doesn’t mean you are less 
than, it means they are self-aware. This goes back to the need of addressing self-advocacy in 
middle school, so they have the time to develop this skill and build the confidence. The last 
theme stated that the students assumed someone would advocate for them. This is a fair 
assumption as the students in middle school tend to get used to the fact that adults will help them 
with everything. Whether it is their parents, their teachers, or the school itself, there is always an 
adult there to guide the students, especially at The Winston School. At the Winston School, the 
students have extra support and smaller class sizes resulting in more individual assistance. As 
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helpful as this is to the middle school students, it is important for the students to gain exposure to 
advocating for themselves in order to build their independence for the future.  
Transition Plan and OT 
Occupational therapists working the school setting need a more established role on the 
transition planning team. As OTs are able to address skills such as self-advocacy and self-
determination to prepare the students as they transition to post-secondary education and general 
adulthood (Shea & Giles, 2016; Spencer et al., 2017). Most research recommends post-secondary 
transition programs for high school students (Lawson et al, 2016; Rothman et al., 2008), self-
advocacy and self-determination skills require more time and practice in order for the students to 
be more confident. Transition programs need to either start earlier in middle school or OT’s need 
to start addressing self-advocacy and self-determination in services for the middle school 
students. This occupation-based transition program within the college and career readiness 
course was ran and taught by an occupational therapist. It was developed by an occupational 
therapist and occupational therapy students. This transition program utilized occupation-based 
interventions as well as use an OT focus to look at the students, the students’ education tasks, the 
students’ environment at the school and how all those components impact the students’ 
occupational performance.  
Future of Occupation-Based Transition Program 
  
The future of this occupation-based transition program includes the further development 
of this transition program by adding additional components necessary for the transition to post-
secondary education. This can include mentorship program, interview training, coping strategies, 
and self-regulation. In the future, another outcome measure of this occupation-based transition 
program is to measure the success of each high school student as they transition to post-
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secondary education. This outcome measure can be assessed by measuring the retention rate of 
the high school students at The Winston School who participated in the transition program at 
their first semester of post-secondary school and at the second-year mark. The success of each 
high school student while in post-secondary education can also be assessed in the long term by 
number of degrees obtained by those students who participated in the transition program.   
These self-advocacy lessons can be incorporated into the high school curriculum through 
the transition program within the college & career readiness course. However, there was a need 
to introduce self-advocacy lessons to the middle school students so they can develop this skill 
overtime. This may include creating a life skills elective course in middle school curriculum or 
starting the transition program earlier. Occupational therapist’s need to establish a role on the 
transition planning team to assist in the development of self-advocacy at multiple levels of the 
school system in order to promote success in post-secondary education.  
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Self-determination is described as 
the extent to which a person 
assumes responsibility for his or 
her own goals, accomplishments, 









Choice-making: appropriately choosing 
between choices
Problem-solving: weighs pros and cons 
of a potential action
Decision-making: appropriately 
choosing between unlimited options 
Goal setting: ability to set appropriate 




Self regulation: controlling own 
behavior
Self- awareness: awareness of own 
individuality, strengths, and areas of 
improvement
Self-efficacy: one’s own belief in ability 
to execute behaviors and actions
Self-advocacy: knowledge of self, 
knowledge of rights, communication, 
and leadership
3
Self-advocacy is defined as the ability 
to speak on one’s behalf and 
represent personal needs and 

















• Understanding of 
one’s learning styles
• Strengths and 
weaknesses
• Goals 
• Support needs & 
accommodations 
needs
• The characteristics of 








• Steps to advocate 
for change
• Knowledge of 
resources
Communication Leadership
• Knowledge of group’s 
rights
• Knowledge of resources 
• Advocating for others and 
for causes
5
Benefits of Self-Advocacy and 
Self-Determination Skills 





Feeling of control over choices and life
6





Not only will these skills help you with post-
secondary education, but it will also help 
with general adulthood as well…
Such as:
• Deciding between post-secondary education options 
• Requesting needed accommodations
• Deciding between jobs 
• Asking for a raise 









Receiving a bad grade on an assignment and 
asking your teacher for feedback on the 
assignment so you do not make the same mistake 
again. 




Deciding on which university to attend  and then 
advocating for yourself to receive financial aid at 
that university 
10
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Have a pleasant tone of voice













































Chris has been called to the office due to his 
recent tardies and absences in 3rd period. He 
knows he is in trouble and will likely be assigned 
Saturday school or trash duty during lunch as 
punishment. He is angry because he feels his 
reasons for the tardies and absences are valid. 
However, Chris has an angry tone of voice and is 
slouched down in his chair with his arms crossed 
while he is telling the principal his reasons for the 
tardies and absences. Chris also rolls his eyes 
every time the principal starts talking. As a result, 
the principal gets irritated with Chris and assigns 
him three weeks of Saturday school and refuses 
to listen to any more of Chris’s excuses.
8
8







1. Jackie knows that she has a 
problem if she does not sit toward 
the front of the room. Her teacher 
has given her a seat in the back of 
the room and it is difficult for her to 
see. How do she advocate for 
herself in a mature, socially 
acceptable way? (One student is 
Jackie, one student is the teacher).
2. Jenna is working on a group 
project in biology. The other 
members of her group are goofing 
off and not doing the work. She 
doesn't want to tattle on them, but 
she doesn't want to get a bad grade, 
either. How can she advocate for 
herself in a mature, socially 
acceptable way? (One student is 
Jenna, the other student is the 
teacher).
3. John completed his math homework last 
night. The next day at school, John’s friend, 
Matt, tells John that he was too busy to 
finish his math homework. He asks John if 
he can see John’s math homework and 
copy the answers before class. John wants 
to help his friend but doesn’t feel okay with 
giving him his answers and cheating. How 
can John advocate for himself in a mature, 
socially acceptable way? (One student is 
John, the other student is Matt).
4. Dave has been thinking about his 
future and realizes he wants to be a fire 
fighter. He wants to tell his parents 
about his future goals but is worried 
they will not approve. How can Dave 
advocate for himself in a mature, 
socially acceptable way? (One student 
is Dave, the other student is the 
parents).
9




Asking your Professor 
for Help
1
It is okay to ask for help
2
2














Steps to take when you do not know 
the answer to a question
1. Relax 
Take a deep breath and relax. 
Everything will be okay
2. Find resources and review 
Find the correct resources required to 
answer the question (book, article, 
examples, lecture slides)
3. Re-read question
Some questions have “fluff” added or may contain 
words you do not know. This can make it difficult 
to understand what the question is really asking. 
So ignore the extra fluff and look up any 
words/phrases you do not understand . 
4
4. Re-read resources 
Once you understand all parts of the 
question and have removed the extra 
”fluff” in the question, re-read the 
resources now that you know exactly 
what the question is asking
5. Ask peer
If you still do not know the answer, 
then ask a peer for assistance. DO 
NOT JUST ASK FOR THE ANSWER. Ask 
a peer to help you understand 
6. Ask for help
If no one is able to understand the 
question and find the answer, then 
ask the professor for assistance in an 
appropriate way. 
4





How to ask for help
⬩ Be considerate
⬩ Ask specific questions 
⬩ Do not just ask for the answer
⬩ Listen, do not interrupt 
⬩ Ask follow up questions if you still do not understand




When to ask for help
⬩ Do not interrupt the class
⬩ Raise your hand 
⬩ Approach the teacher/professor appropriately and politely 
⬩ Make an appointment if needed 
6












Cody is working on a history assignment in the 
library after class but is having a hard time 
completing question 4. He is unsure what the 
question is asking and does not know how to 
approach the question to get the answer. Cody 
wants to ask the professor for help. His next 
history class isn’t for 2 more days and the 
assignment is due in 4 days. How can Cody 
advocate for himself in a mature, socially 
acceptable way? (One student is Cody, the other 
student is professor).
8




Student  Rights & 
Responsibilit ies
1
Rights vs. Responsibilit ies
Right
Something that is 








Things you are 
accountable for 
Examples:
• paying your bills
• getting to your job 
on time 














Think of  your own 
responsibilit ies at  school 
or at  home.
3
3
What  are the 
consequences if  you do 












◎ Individuals with Disabilit ies Educat ion 
Act 
◎ A law created to protect the educat ion 
rights of  students with disabilit ies
◎ Out lines the rights of  students in 
special educat ion.
◎ It  describes how schools must provide 
special educat ion to students during 




◎ There are four things in the IDEA that  
are especially important for you to 
understand while you are in high 
school. 














◎ Free Appropriate Public 
Educat ion
◎ It  means that  schools must 
provide students with 
disabilit ies an education.
◎ Sometimes special education 
services can be very 
expensive, but because of  
FAPE, schools cannot make 
families pay for special 
educat ion. 
Child Find
◎ The part of IDEA that states 
that school districts are 
responsible for ident ifying 
students with disabilit ies. 
◎ If  the school believes that a 
student has a disability, they 
test the student. If  the 
student is found to have a 
disability the school must 
provide special educat ion.
◎ You did not have to tell 
anyone about your disability.
◎ The school was responsible 





◎ Changes made to the 
environment or assignments 
that change how students 
access informat ion and how a 
student  shows what he/ she 
has learned. 
◎ For example, a student might 
get more t ime to f inish a test  
or project . A student might 
need their test read aloud or 
might need help taking notes 
in class.
◎ You have the right to 
accommodat ions on your 
schoolwork during high school 
and in post-secondary 
educat ion. 
Modifications 
◎ Modif icat ions are changes to 
the work students must 
complete. 
◎ For example, answering one 
essay quest ion on the test 
when there are three or 
watching a video while other 
students are required to read 
a book. 
◎ You have the right to 
modif icat ions on your 
schoolwork during high 











Once you enter post -secondary educat ion, you 
are responsible for telling certain people about  
your disabilit y if  you want  accommodat ions. You 
are also the one responsible for request ing 
accommodat ions in your classes.
9
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Sect ion  504 
◎ In Rehabilitat ion Act  of  1973
◎ Ant i-discriminat ion law
◎ That means that  schools cannot  discriminate 
against  students for having a disability. 
◎ Schools must  provide students with disabilit ies 
access to educat ion. 
◎ Access can mean things such as ramps by the 
doors so a student  using a wheelchair can get  
into the build ing or it  can mean access to 
assignments. 
◉ Access=  Accommodat ions 
10
10







Your RIGHTS under Sect ion 
504: 
• You have the right  to complete the 
regular college admission process 
without ident ifying yourself  as a person 
with a disability. 
• You have the right  to receive 
appropriate and reasonable academic 
accommodat ions, including note-
takers, interpreters, and assist ive 
technology. 
• You have the right  to an accessible 
dorm room if  dormitories are provided 
to students without disabilit ies. 
• You have the right  to part icipate in 
extracurricular act ivit ies of fered by the 
school. 
Your RESPONSIBILITIES under 
Sect ion 504:
• Insure documentat ion of  your 
disability and suggested 
accommodat ions is CURRENT
• Contact the college’s Off ice of  
Services for Students to f ind out what 
services and supports are available. 
• Ask for classroom and/ or test ing 
accommodat ions at  the beginning of  
the semester. Do not wait  unt il you have 
done poorly on an exam to disclose 
your disability and accommodation 
needs.
• If  a teacher or professor refuses to 
make an accommodation that you have 
requested, work with the Off ice of 
Services for Students to help resolve 
the situat ion. 
11
ADA
◎ American with Disabilit ies Act  
◎ ADA is a civil rights law that  protects people with 
disabilit ies by requiring places to be accessible to 
people with disabilit ies. 
◎ ADA is dif ferent  than Sect ion 504 because it  
applies to more places, such as t ransportat ion 
(public buses), telecommunicat ion, as well as 
schools. 
◎ Both Sect ion 504 and ADA are ant i-
discriminat ion laws that  focus on access.
12
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ADA & Section 504
• Schools ident ify 
students with disabilit ies 
in the school 
• Student progress is 
monitored by the school
• Students have an IEP 
and IEP team to make 
sure they receive 
accommodat ions and 
modif icat ion
• Students must self-
disclose their disability 
to the school
• Student is responsible 
for monitoring his/ her 
progress
• Student is responsible 

















3. Fill out 
required 
documentation
4. Make an 
appointment
•Go to the school or 
program’s website
•Locate their disabilities 
services office









•Ask questions about how 
to enroll for services and 
accommodations






•May need student 
ID# 
•Make an 













How to Request for Accommodations
3
Disclose Disability




⊳ Need to disclose disability to receive needed accommodations 
to both disability service office as well as your professors
⊳ Disclosure means that people with disabilities share personal 
information about their disability for the specific purpose of 
receiving accommodations
⊳ Evidence shows that one of the main reasons why students with 
disabilities do not receive support services is because they are 
unwilling to disclose that they have a disability.
4
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F Face the Teacher/Employee
E Maintain Eye Contact
S State the Accommodation required and the reason for asking
T Thank the Teacher/Employee
A Use the Accommodation
6








What do you think the Office of Disability Support 
Services does for students? 
Office of Disability Support Services – The office at postsecondary schools that 
assists college students with disabilities to ensure that students have access to 
reasonable accommodations.
What is something you as the student are responsible 
for doing in order to get assistance from an Office of 
Disability Support Services? 
Contact the office to register − disclose your disability − provide documentation of 
your disability − explain how your disability impacts your learning − provide a list of 
suggested accommodations
7
⊳ Who are some people in college you would need to tell about your disability?
○ Instructors/professors and Disability Resource Center 
⊳ What information do you need to know to be able to tell others about your disability? 
○ Name of your disability, How your disability affects your learning , The accommodations 
you need for school 
⊳ Will you need proof/documentation that you have a disability? 
○ Yes most likely, when you go to college you will need the results of your testing to show 
you have a disability.
⊳ What are some things you can do while you are in high school to make sure you have the 
documentation you need in college? 
○ Know what is on my IEP  and get a copy of most recent testing.
⊳ What happens if you do not have documentation?
○ If you do not have your test results, you will have to get tested before the school will 























You have just started your first semester at the University of 
Oklahoma and are very excited about all of the fun things that go 
along with being a college student. Three weeks into the first 
semester, you fail your History exam and do poorly on your 
Algebra test. You are concerned about your GPA and you know 
you need some accommodations on your exams. You are 
confused because there are no special education teachers at 




You have a learning disability that makes you process information slower. 
Due to this, taking exams and writing notes during lectures are difficult. 
You researched which accommodations would work best for your learning 
style and found that you need extra time on exams and need a note taker 
or to be able to record the class lecture. You need to speak to disability 
services first and then with your professor in order to receive those 
accommodations. 
12
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Self-determination is described as 
the extent to which a person 
assumes responsibility for his or 
her own goals, accomplishments, 












Choice-making: appropriately choosing 
between choices
Problem-solving: weighs pros and cons 
of a potential action
Decision-making: appropriately 
choosing between unlimited options 
Goal setting: ability to set appropriate 




Self regulation: controlling own 
behavior
Self- awareness: awareness of own 
individuality, strengths, and areas of 
improvement
Self-efficacy: one’s own belief in ability 
to execute behaviors and actions
Self-advocacy: knowledge of self, 
knowledge of rights, communication, 
and leadership
3
Self-advocacy is defined as the ability 
to speak on one’s behalf and 
represent personal needs and 


















• Understanding of 
one’s learning styles
• Strengths and 
weaknesses
• Goals 
• Support needs & 
accommodations 
needs
• The characteristics of 








• Steps to advocate 
for change
• Knowledge of 
resources
Communication Leadership
• Knowledge of group’s 
rights
• Knowledge of resources 




Speaking up for yourself
Making your own decisions about 
your life 
Learning about things that are 
important to you
Learning who will support you 
through high school and beyond









Taking advantage of others
Selfishness 
Closing yourself off from the ideas 
and help of other people
Asking for help so you don’t have to 
try yourself
6








Benefits of Self-Advocacy and 
Self-Determination Skills 





Feeling of control over choices and life
7
Not only will these skills help you with post-
secondary education, but it will also help 
with general adulthood as well…
Such as:
• Choosing a college 
• Requesting needed accommodations
• Choosing a job
• Asking for a raise 
• Choosing a hobby 
8








Example 2: Middle 
School
Asking for help on an assignment that you don’t 
know the answer to. You can’t find the resources 
to answer the question, so you ask your teacher 
for help. 
10





Receiving a bad grade on an assignment and 
asking your teacher for feedback on the 
assignment so you do not make the same mistake 
again. 
Example 1: High School
11
12
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Have a pleasant tone of voice















































Chris has been called to the office due to his 
recent tardies and absences in 3rd period. He 
knows he is in trouble and will likely be assigned 
Saturday school or trash duty during lunch as 
punishment. He is angry because he feels his 
reasons for the tardies and absences are valid. 
However, Chris has an angry tone of voice and is 
slouched down in his chair with his arms crossed 
while he is telling the principal his reasons for the 
tardies and absences. Chris also rolls his eyes 
every time the principal starts talking. As a result, 
the principal gets irritated with Chris and assigns 
him three weeks of Saturday school and refuses 
to listen to any more of Chris’s excuses.
8
8











1. Jackie knows that she has a 
problem if she does not sit toward 
the front of the room. Her teacher 
has given her a seat in the back of 
the room and it is difficult for her to 
see. How do she advocate for 
herself in a mature, socially 
acceptable way? (One student is 
Jackie, one student is the teacher).
2. Jenna is working on a group 
project in biology. The other 
members of her group are goofing 
off and not doing the work. She 
doesn't want to tattle on them, but 
she doesn't want to get a bad grade, 
either. How can she advocate for 
herself in a mature, socially 
acceptable way? (One student is 
Jenna, the other student is the 
teacher).
3. John completed his math homework last 
night. The next day at school, John’s friend, 
Matt, tells John that he was too busy to 
finish his math homework. He asks John if 
he can see John’s math homework and 
copy the answers before class. John wants 
to help his friend but doesn’t feel okay with 
giving him his answers and cheating. How 
can John advocate for himself in a mature, 
socially acceptable way? (One student is 
John, the other student is Matt).
9
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